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Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons 

In 1725, an Italian Composer named Antonio Lucio Vivaldi published J/ cimento 
dell'armonia e dell'inventione (The Test of Harmony and Invention). Which is a collection of 12 
concerti written for the violin. The first 4 concerti are referred to as Le quattro stagioni (The 
Four Seasons). Each of these pieces is a concerto, which means they feature a soloist 
accompanied by an orchestra. This technique creates a polyphonic texture with the main melody 
being defined by the solo violinist. As the name implies, each of the four pieces is named for a 
season of the year (Spring, Summer, Autumn, and Winter). Attached to each of these 
arrangements is a sonnet/poem that builds on the music to record the sensations of each season. 
The music tends to reflect what is happening in the sonnet. Musicologist, Paul Everett, highlights 
this relationship during the summer storm. He notes that “Descent through the tetrachord in a 
minor key is a melodic feature common to many composers' works - frequently those concerning 
suffering” (Everett 83). The sonnet for the summer concerto paints a picture of fear and dread 
during these movements. This idea of giving additional exposition through the attached literature 
is called Program (Programmatic) Music. Vivaldi records one of the earliest instances of this 
style through this collection. Further, the sheet notation alludes to many things, like dogs 
barking, thunder booming, and teeth chattering. All of these elements enhance and add context to 


the seasonal ambiance. Even the choice of musical form is connected to the narrative. Each 


concerto contains 3 movements that all follow the same temporal pattern: Fast-Slow-Fast. This 
pattern is supposed to illustrate the circular flow of a season. 

Some historians believe The Four Seasons was written during Vivaldi’s time in Mantua 
(Northern Italy) as the Director of Secular Music for Prince Philip of Hesse-Darmstadt. Others 
think they were written a little earlier during his time with Ospedale della Pieta. Both periods 
overlap with the rise of Italian painter, Marco Ricci, who was traveling and producing landscape 
pieces. There is a possibility that Vivaldi drew inspiration from one of Ricci’s paintings. The 
sonnets could also be descriptions or ideas drawn from his time in the countryside. Regardless of 
their conception, the full collection wasn’t published until he left Mantua for Rome. After 
publishing The Test of Harmony and Invention, a few adaptations and parodies were made. 
Vivaldi featured a few movements in some of his later Opera pieces. German Composer, Johann 
Sebastian Bach even drew inspiration from the Spring Concerto when writing Who knows how 
near to me my end? That same concerto also garnered the attention of King Louis XV of France, 
as he had it played frequently. 

Following Vivaldi’s death, and its initial success, The Four Seasons slowly lost traction. 
Eventually, in 1926, a monastery in Alessandria discovered a vast collection of Vivaldi’s works. 
Since then, they have circulated globally and have become the famous pieces recognized today. 
From the Simpsons to Pretty Women, and even commercials like the HP Touchsmart PC, The 
Four Sessions are everywhere. Pop culture has taken their quick, upbeat-yet simple melodies and 
has made them synonymous with class, wealth, and luxury. Program Music has also flourished, 
even being adjusted into more modern genres, like jazz with Duke Ellington’s Harlem Air Shaft. 
Given their undeniable popularity and repeated use, The Four Seasons are a staple of Vivaldi’s 


career, as well as music history. 
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